THE STUDY OF MAN 


TWO SOCIAL SCIENTISTS VIEW “NO WAY OUT” 


The Unconscious Vs. the “Message” in an Anti-Bias Film 


MARTHA WOLFENSTEIN AND NATHAN LEITES 


O WAY OUT, the latest film on 
race prejudice, revolves around the 
difficulties of a young Negro in- 

tere in a county hospital of a large North- 
emn city, On his best assignment to the prison 
ward, he is called upon to treat a hoodlum 
who has been wounded in the leg during a 
robbery. Led by various signs to suspect a 
brain tumor, the doctor performs a spinal 
puncture, ‘The patient dies immediately, 
while his brother, also wounded and hand- 
cuffed to the adjoining bed, screams: That 
nigger killed my brother! ‘The doctor wishes 
to have an autopsy to prove that his diagnosis 
and treatment were correct. But permission 
must be obtained from the surviving brother, 
the Negro-hater, who has gruesome fantasies 
about what they would do to his brother's 


No Way Our is perhaps the most ambitious 
of the growing list of films designed to combat 
anti-Negro prejudice, All, like those about 
anti-Semitism, have aroused debate as to their 
effectiveness by critics, social psychologists, 
movie-makers, and experts in intergroup rela- 
tions. Here Narnan Lures and Manta 
Wotrensrain, the authors of Movies: A Psy- 
chological Study, published this year by the 
Free Press (Glencoe, Ilinois), give their views 
of No Way Out, and in the process demon- 
strate some of the pitfalls and complexities that 
face the producers of films intended to reshape 
racist attitudes. Mr. Leites, who holds his 
Ph.D. degree from the University of Fribourg, 
has done important research in the field of 
Propaganda, He now teaches at Yale, “Miss 
Wolfenstein holds her Ph.D. degree from Rad- 
cliffe College and she is now assistant professor 
at the Child Developinent Center at Yale Uni- 
versity, 
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body, and refuses. He gets word to his friends 
that his brother has been “murdered” by a 
Negro, and they plan to avenge the “murder” 
by a race riot. The Negro community is fore- 
warned and by a well-organized strategy sur- 
prises and beats its white enemies, but with- 
out the participation of the Negro doctor, 
who disapproves of resorting to violence. The 
doctor forces the issue of the autopsy by “con- 
fessing” to the “murder” of his patient. ‘The 
autopsy exonerates him. The hoodlum, to 
whom the physician who has performed the 
autopsy gives an explanation of his brother's 
death, remains unconvinced: That’s medical 
double-talk—-I tell you I saw him kill my 
brother. The hoodlum escapes, lays a trap for 
the Negro doctor, and is about to murder 
him when he is stopped at the last moment. 

The makers of the film have tried in various 
ways to present Negrocs favorably (though 
without exaggerated nobility) and their de- 
tractors unfavorably. ‘The ‘Negro hero be: 
ongs to one of the most respected professions 
and is shown to be competent in its practice; 
throughout the film he demonstrates a high 
standard of character: he is intelligent, un- 
assuming, industrious, a good doctor, a good 
son, a good husband. The Negro-baiter, on 
the other hand, is presented as a psycho: 
pathic criminal of the lowest status Cthe part 
is played by Richard Widmark, one of Ll. 
lywood's most “detestable” villains). And, to 
reinforce the figure of the hero, there is a 
white doctor, an embodiment of respectabil- 
ity, calm courage, reason, and responsibility, 
who helps the Negro in his fight for vindica- 
tion. On the conscious level—the level of ar- 
gument—it is likely that any but violent Ne- 
gro-haters will be moved by this film in the 
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